
1491 by Charles C. Mann 

From the Atlantic Monthly essay: "1491", or the full length book by the same title. 

  

DIRECTIONS: Read the following excerpt.  

1. Identify the rhetorical/literary devices highlighted in bold. Choose from the following: metaphor, 

asyndeton, simile, allusion, personification, appositive, antithesis, anaphora, idiom, onomatopoeia. Look up 

these terms if you are unfamiliar with them. 

2. Look up the definition of the words or phrases underlined. 

3. Identify the main idea of the excerpt. What is the author’s purpose? 

 

Half the 102 people on the Mayflower made it through to spring, which to me was amazing. How, I wondered, did they 

survive? 

In his history of Plymouth Colony, Bradford provided the answer: by robbing Indian houses and graves. The Mayflower 

first hove to at Cape Cod. An armed company staggered out. Eventually it found a recently deserted Indian settlement. 

The newcomers—hungry, cold, sick—dug up graves and ransacked houses, looking for underground stashes of corn. 

"And sure it was God's good providence that we found this corn," Bradford wrote, "for else we know not how we should 

have done." (He felt uneasy about the thievery, though.) When the colonists came to Plymouth, a month later, they set up 

shop in another deserted Indian village. All through the coastal forest the Indians had "died on heapes, as they lay in their 

houses," the English trader Thomas Morton noted. "And the bones and skulls upon the severall places of their habitations 

made such a spectacle" that to Morton the Massachusetts woods seemed to be "a new found Golgotha"—the hill of 

executions in Roman Jerusalem. 

...the Europeans carried a disease, and they bequeathed it to their jailers. The epidemic (probably of viral hepatitis…may 

have killed 90 percent of the people in coastal New England. It made a huge difference to American history. "The good 

hand of God favored our beginnings," Bradford mused, by "sweeping away great multitudes of the natives ... that he might 

make room for us." 

By the time my ancestor set sail on the Mayflower, Europeans had been visiting New England for more than a hundred 

years.  English, French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese mariners regularly plied the coastline, trading what they could, 

occasionally kidnapping the inhabitants for slaves. New England, the Europeans saw, was thickly settled and well-

defended.  

Population: 

The first scholarly estimate of the indigenous population was made in 1910 by James Mooney…concluded that in 1491 

North America had 1.15 million inhabitants.  

…That changed in 1966, when Henry F. Dobyn…poked through the crumbling leather-bound ledgers in which Jesuits 

recorded local births and deaths. Right away he noticed how many more deaths there were. The Spaniards arrived, and 

then Indians died—in huge numbers, at incredible rates. 

… smallpox arrived around 1525, seven years ahead of the Spanish. Brought to Mexico apparently by a single sick 

Spaniard, it swept south and eliminated more than half the population of the Incan empire. Smallpox claimed the Incan 

dictator Huayna Capac and much of his family, setting off a calamitous war of succession. So complete was the chaos that 

Francisco Pizarro was able to seize an empire the size of Spain and Italy combined with a force of 168 men. 

Smallpox was only the first epidemic. Typhus (probably) in 1546, influenza and smallpox together in 1558, smallpox 

again in 1589, diphtheria in 1614, measles in 1618—all ravaged the remains of Incan culture. Dobyns was the first social 

scientist to piece together this awful picture, and he naturally rushed his findings into print. Hardly anyone paid 

attention. But Dobyns was already working on a second, related question: If all those people died, how many had been 

living there to begin with? Before Columbus, Dobyns calculated, the Western Hemisphere held ninety to 112 million 

people. Another way of saying this is that in 1491 more people lived in the Americas than in Europe.  

http://www.amazon.com/1491-Revelations-Americas-Before-Columbus/dp/1400032059/ref=ed_oe_p


…What Dobyns realized was that such diseases could have swept from the coastlines initially visited by Europeans to 

inland areas controlled by Indians who had never seen a white person. 

In 1792 the British navigator George Vancouver led the first European expedition to survey Puget Sound. He found a vast 

charnel house: human remains "promiscuously scattered about the beach, in great numbers." Smallpox, Vancouver's crew 

discovered, had preceded them. Its few survivors, second lieutenant Peter Puget noted, were "most terribly pitted ... indeed 

many have lost their Eyes." In Pox Americana, (2001), Elizabeth Fenn, a historian at George Washington University, 

contends that the disaster on the northwest coast was but a small part of a continental pandemic that erupted near Boston 

in 1774 and cut down Indians from Mexico to Alaska. 

On May 30, 1539, Hernando de Soto landed his private army near Tampa Bay, in Florida. Soto, as he was called, was a 

novel figure: half warrior, half venture capitalist. He had grown very rich very young by becoming a market leader in the 

nascent trade for Indian slaves. The profits had helped to fund Pizarro's seizure of the Incan empire, which had made Soto 

wealthier still. Looking quite literally for new worlds to conquer, he persuaded the Spanish Crown to let him loose in 

North America. He spent one fortune to make another. He came to Florida with 200 horses, 600 soldiers, and 300 pigs. 

From today's perspective, it is difficult to imagine the ethical system that would justify Soto's actions. For four years his 

force, looking for gold, wandered through what is now Florida, Georgia, North and South Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, 

Mississippi, Arkansas, and Texas, wrecking almost everything it touched. The inhabitants often fought back vigorously, 

but they had never before encountered an army with horses and guns. Soto died of fever with his expedition in ruins; 

along the way his men had managed to rape, torture, enslave, and kill countless Indians. But the worst thing the Spaniards 

did, some researchers say, was entirely without malice—bring the pigs. 

Soto brushed past the Indian force into what is now eastern Arkansas, through thickly settled land—"very well peopled 

with large towns," one of his men later recalled, "two or three of which were to be seen from one town." Eventually the 

Spaniards approached a cluster of small cities, each protected by earthen walls, sizeable moats, and deadeye archers. In 

his usual fashion, Soto brazenly marched in, stole food, and marched out. 

After Soto left, no Europeans visited this part of the Mississippi Valley for more than a century. Early in 1682 whites 

appeared again, this time Frenchmen in canoes. One of them was Réné-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de la Salle. The French 

passed through the area where Soto had found cities cheek by jowl. It was deserted—La Salle didn't see an Indian village 

for 200 miles. 

Indeed, the calamity wrought by Soto apparently extended across the whole Southeast. The Coosa city-states, in western 

Georgia, and the Caddoan-speaking civilization, centered on the Texas-Arkansas border, disintegrated soon after Soto 

appeared. The Caddo had had a taste for monumental architecture: public plazas, ceremonial platforms, mausoleums. 

After Soto's army left, notes Timothy K. Perttula, an archaeological consultant in Austin, Texas, the Caddo stopped 

building community centers and began digging community cemeteries. Between Soto's and La Salle's visits, Perttula 

believes, the Caddoan population fell from about 200,000 to about 8,500—a drop of nearly 96 percent. In the eighteenth 

century the tally shrank further, to 1,400. An equivalent loss today in the population of New York City would reduce it to 

56,000—not enough to fill Yankee Stadium. "That's one reason whites think of Indians as nomadic hunters," says 

Russell Thornton, an anthropologist at the University of California at Los Angeles. "Everything else—all the heavily 

populated urbanized societies—was wiped out." 

…In its worst outbreak, from 1347 to 1351, the European Black Death claimed only a third of its victims. (The rest 

survived, though they were often disfigured or crippled by its effects.) The Indians in Soto's path, if Dobyns, Ramenofsky, 

and Perttula are correct, endured losses that were incomprehensibly greater. 

To Elizabeth Fenn, the smallpox historian, the squabble over numbers obscures a central fact. Whether one million or 10 

million or 100 million died, she believes, the pall of sorrow that engulfed the hemisphere was immeasurable. 

Languages, prayers, hopes, habits, and dreams—entire ways of life, hissed away like steam. The Spanish and the 

Portuguese lacked the germ theory of disease and could not explain what was happening (let alone stop it). Nor can we 

explain it; the ruin was too long ago and too all-encompassing. In the long run, Fenn says, the consequential finding is not 

that many people died but that many people once lived. The Americas were filled with a stunningly diverse assortment of 

peoples who had knocked about the continents for millennia. "You have to wonder," Fenn says. "What were all those 

people up to in all that time?" 

Civilization: 

Human history, in Crosby's interpretation, is marked by two world-altering centers of invention: the Middle East and 

central Mexico, where Indian groups independently created nearly all of the Neolithic innovations, writing included. The 

Neolithic Revolution began in the Middle East about 10,000 years ago. In the next few millennia humankind invented the 



wheel, the metal tool, and agriculture. The Sumerians eventually put these inventions together, added writing, and became 

the world's first civilization. Afterward Sumeria's heirs in Europe and Asia frantically copied one another's happiest 

discoveries; innovations ricocheted from one corner of Eurasia to another, stimulating technological progress. Native 

Americans, who had crossed to Alaska before Sumeria, missed out on the bounty. "They had to do everything on their 

own," Crosby says. Remarkably, they succeeded. 

When Columbus appeared in the Caribbean, the descendants of the world's two Neolithic civilizations collided, with 

overwhelming consequences for both. American Neolithic development occurred later than that of the Middle East, 

possibly because the Indians needed more time to build up the requisite population density. Without beasts of burden they 

could not capitalize on the wheel (for individual workers on uneven terrain skids are nearly as effective as carts for 

hauling), and they never developed steel. But in agriculture they handily outstripped the children of Sumeria. Every 

tomato in Italy, every potato in Ireland, and every hot pepper in Thailand came from this hemisphere. Worldwide, 

more than half the crops grown today were initially developed in the Americas. 

Back home in the Americas, Indian agriculture long sustained some of the world's largest cities. The Aztec capital of 

Tenochtitlán dazzled Hernán Cortés in 1519; it was bigger than Paris, Europe's greatest metropolis. The Spaniards 

gawped like hayseeds at the wide streets, ornately carved buildings, and markets bright with goods from hundreds of 

miles away. They had never before seen a city with botanical gardens, for the excellent reason that none existed in 

Europe. The same novelty attended the force of a thousand men that kept the crowded streets immaculate. (Streets that 

weren't ankle-deep in sewage! The conquistadors had never heard of such a thing.) Central America was not the only 

locus of prosperity. Thousands of miles north, John Smith, of Pocahontas fame, visited Massachusetts in 1614, before it 

was emptied by disease, and declared that the land was "so planted with Gardens and Corne fields, and so well inhabited 

with a goodly, strong and well proportioned people ... [that] I would rather live here than any where." 

Smith was promoting colonization, and so had reason to exaggerate. But he also knew the hunger, sickness, and 

oppression of European life. France—"by any standards a privileged country," according to its great historian, 

Fernand Braudel—experienced seven nationwide famines in the fifteenth century and thirteen in the sixteenth. Disease 

was hunger's constant companion. During epidemics in London the dead were heaped onto carts "like common dung" 

(the simile is Daniel Defoe's) and trundled through the streets. The infant death rate in London orphanages, according to 

one contemporary source, was 88 percent. Governments were harsh, the rule of law arbitrary. The gibbets poking up in the 

background of so many old paintings were, Braudel observed, "merely a realistic detail." 

The Earth Shall Weep, James Wilson's history of Indian America, puts the comparison bluntly: "the western 

hemisphere was larger, richer, and more populous than Europe." Much of it was freer, too. Europeans, accustomed to the 

serfdom that thrived from Naples to the Baltic Sea, were puzzled and alarmed by the democratic spirit and respect for 

human rights in many Indian societies, especially those in North America. In theory, the sachems of New England Indian 

groups were absolute monarchs. In practice, the colonial leader Roger Williams wrote, "they will not conclude of ought ... 

unto which the people are averse." 

... Indians had ailments of their own, notably parasites, tuberculosis, and anemia. The daily grind was wearing; life-spans 

in America were only as long as or a little longer than those in Europe, if the evidence of indigenous graveyards is to be 

believed. Nor was it a political utopia—the Inca, for instance, invented refinements to totalitarian rule that would have 

intrigued Stalin. Inveterate practitioners of what the historian Francis Jennings described as "state terrorism practiced 

horrifically on a huge scale," the Inca ruled so cruelly that one can speculate that their surviving subjects might actually 

have been better off under Spanish rule. 

I asked seven anthropologists, archaeologists, and historians if they would rather have been a typical Indian or a typical 

European in 1491. None was delighted by the question, because it required judging the past by the standards of today—a 

fallacy disparaged as "presentism" by social scientists. But every one chose to be an Indian. 

As for the Indians, evidence suggests that they often viewed Europeans with disdain. The Hurons, a chagrined missionary 

reported, thought the French possessed "little intelligence in comparison to themselves." Europeans, Indians said, were 

physically weak, sexually untrustworthy, atrociously ugly, and just plain dirty. (Spaniards, who seldom if ever bathed, 

were amazed by the Aztec desire for personal cleanliness.) A Jesuit reported that the "Savages" were disgusted by 

handkerchiefs: "They say, we place what is unclean in a fine white piece of linen, and put it away in our pockets as 

something very precious, while they throw it upon the ground." The Micmac scoffed at the notion of French superiority. If 

Christian civilization was so wonderful, why were its inhabitants leaving?  
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